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In Chapter 2, we analyzed and assessed the different kinds of demand for recognition that 

empirical studies indicate drive supporters of populist parties. We emphasized the important 

normative differences between demands for respect and for esteem, as well as between the 

egalitarian notion of respect for dignity and the hierarchical notion of respect for honor. 

Moreover, I advanced an idea of democratic solidarity as a kind of common action aimed at 

overcoming real-world inequalities that threaten the respectful inclusion of everyone as free 

and equal participants. In this chapter, I turn from the desire for recognition of potential 

supporters of populism to the kind of demand for recognition that is inherent to populism as 

an ideology. In this connection, I shall present and discuss what I call the populist claim for 

recognition. 

 

As we saw in the Introduction, most contemporary writers on populism agree that the core 

feature of populism is the way in which it divides society into two qualitatively different and 

antagonistically opposed groups, the people and the elite. Populism is the claim that the people 

is a part that can stand for the whole and that we should take sides with this part against the 

rest. In what follows, I argue that populism so understood entails a unique claim for 

recognition, which sets it at odds with the liberal and democratic ideal of respect for the equal 

standing of every last individual person. 

 

 

The Populist Claim for Recognition 

 

Interpreting populism as making a claim for recognition is part of approaching it through what 

I have called a participant attitude. When we view each other as fellow participants, we regard 

the positions taken by one another as expressing certain normative expectations of how we 

ought to regard and relate to each other. Adopting the participant attitude in relation to 

populism, we see it as making a claim addressed to us, and we ask what it asks of us, what it asks 

us to accept, what it asks us to believe and to do. A claim is not just an expression of a 

preference nor an automatic emotional reaction; it is an assertion of a right to something, a 

demand for something as due.1  

                                                           
1 Cf. Oxford English Dictionary. 
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We might with Habermas understand the populist claim as a “validity-claim,” that is, as 

asserting the truth and/or rightness of something. According to Habermas, people who 

engage in communicative action necessarily regard one another as raising such claims and 

presuppose that the involved parties are capable of understanding and responding to them.2 

The point here is neither that all uses of speech qualifies as communicative action where 

people aim to reach an understanding about what is true and right, nor that populist politicians 

necessarily make clear assertions in their communication.3 My proposal is rather that it is 

valuable for understanding and evaluating populism as well as a requirement of democratic 

respect to approach populism as if it raises a validity claim addressed to us as fellow 

participants. 

 

As I argued in Chapter 1, populist resentment can and should be seen as a moral feeling based 

on principles and a perception of the facts. Part of the appeal of populism, I think, lies in that 

many people believe that the populist attack on the elites is morally justified. The populist claim 

is that the people are not getting what is due to them, what they have a right to. Supporters of 

populism believe that they are the victims of injustice, that they are being wronged, and that 

the elite is responsible for their plight.4 The populist claim is a confirmation of these beliefs: 

that it is true that the people is oppressed and that it is wrong for the people to be oppressed. 

 

Put in these very general terms, the populist claim sounds unremarkable. Clearly, it is wrong 

for the people to be oppressed: it is wrong for anyone to be oppressed. However, we should 

remember that for the populist, “the people” does not refer to everyone, not to all of humanity 

but also not to the legally defined citizenry. The populist people is always a section of the 

population, a part that stands for the whole. So who is this people, how is it demarcated? It 

might be tempting to say that the people is the section of the people that is oppressed or 

marginalized – the underdog.5 But to see the people as the oppressed part of a population 

creates a problem for populism, because populists also hold that the people is the part of the 

population who should rule. If the part called the people actually achieves to become rulers, 

as is its due, it is no longer oppressed and hence no longer “the people.” Thus, the populist 

                                                           
2 Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action: Volume One, 22-44; Between Facts and Norms, 17-

21. Cf. Rostbøll, Jürgen Habermas, 26-27. 
3 Henry Richardson (“Noncognitivist Trumoism,” 656-60) shows how Trump gives his listeners lots of 

speech but very few assertions. 
4 Cramer, The Politics of Resentment, 12, 23, 55–84, 212; Laclau, On Populist Reason, 85-87. 
5 Laclau (On Populist Reason, 87) understands “the people” as “the oppressed underdog.”  
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claim cannot be that “the oppressed” should rule. Populism needs a more enduring and stable 

understanding of the people.6  

 

It might be suggested that “the people” could be defined in economic terms and the point 

would then be that “the poor” should rule, and that one can remain poor while ruling. 

However, this solution entails that it possible to be oppressed in some respects (poor) and not 

oppressed in other respects (the ruling group). It would be to deny the very core of populism, 

which is the claim that we can and should divide society into one dichotomous relation of top 

and bottom. The populist claim has to be that there is one identity group that constitutes the 

people, and that this people can be defined independently of who actually possesses political 

power. (Or one would have to accept that the people can never be in power and that populism 

can only be oppositional.7)      

 

It is central to the populist claim that the same division between people and elite can and should 

be applied for all political purposes. It is the same group who is the victim of all of society’s injustices 

and who has privileged access to the true and the right. The populist claim is that there is only 

one societal conflict and it is between the people and elite.8 According to Laclau’s influential 

view, “populism requires the dichotomic division of society into two camps.”9 According to 

his theory of populism, the identity of the people is a product of a radical construction in which 

the different demands and grievances of many different groups are united into one constitutive 

antagonism with the elite.10 Whether or not actual populist leaders and their followers see the 

people as a construction, my point is that they publicly claim that there is only one political 

opposition in society and that all politics should take place along this frontier. Populism is the 

claim that all differences and conflicts align in and can be reduced to one grand opposition 

between two identity groups. 

 

It follows from this that among “the people” there is neither oppression nor disagreement. 

Populists speak and act as if “the people” all have the same interest, the same desire, and the 

same political opinion – and as if these are realized by getting rid of the elite and giving power 

                                                           
6 As Canovan (“Taking Politics to the People,” 34) writes, in populism, “’the people’ must be understood 

as an entity, a corporate body, with a continuous existence over time … a prime characteristic of ‘the 

people’ is unity. So are boundaries: the contrast between ‘us’ and ‘them’, between those who are and are 

not included in the notion of ‘the people’, is a crucial aspect of the ideological picture.” 
7 It is true that that populists who have taken over government control often speak as if they are still in 

opposition and that someone else still possess the real power. But this fact does not mean that populists do 

not claim that “the people” should rule and thus it still requires an identification of the people that is 

independent of actual power relations. 
8 Rosanvallon, Le siècle du populisme, 78-79. 
9 Laclau, On Populist Reason, 83. 
10 Laclau On Populist Reason, 72-128; Stavrakakis, “Populism and Hegemony,” 547. 
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(back) to the people.11 All differences are by the populist reduced to the one between the 

people and the elite: internally each group is treated as homogenous. Laclau and Mouffe might 

object that this is just how populists speak and perform, and that populists can allow 

differences and plurality among the people (as long as “the people” is articulated as an empty 

signifier).12 Adopting the participant attitude, however, the important question is which claim 

the populist leader addresses to the world. And the populist leader claims to represent and 

embody the people in terms which express the latter’s unity and homogeneity, rather than in 

terms that allow for the existence and value of internal differences, conflicts, and 

disagreements among the people.13 

 

The populist claim, I think, is first and foremost a claim for recognition. We have already 

discussed at great length the different ways in which (supporters of) populism can be seen as 

engaged in a struggle for recognition. Now we can add a further dimension to our analysis and 

discussion. Based on what I have already said, let me briefly list some elements of what the 

populist claim for recognition is a claim for. First, it is a claim for recognition of that “the 

people” and they (or it) alone are victims of injustice. Second, it is a claim for recognition 

(esteem) of the value of “the people’s” way of life and opinions as good and right. Third, 

populists claim that the group they call the people has a special and high standing that must 

be respected as such.14 This claim includes, fourth, the idea that “the people” is the true and 

only legitimate ruler. Fifth, the populist claim for recognition is of “the people” as a collective 

subject and a unified identity group. 

 

In what follows I would like to highlight and explain two dangers to democratic respect posed 

by the populist claim for recognition. Both dangers connect to the fact that populism seeks 

recognition for a homogenously conceived collective subject and identity group. First, the 

populist claim entails that the confrontation between different groups and parties must be one 

where you either accept or reject everything the other group stands for. The dichotomic 

division of society into two camps requires that the camps are regarded as exclusive identity 

groups with entirely separate ways of life, values, and opinions. Populists view one way of life 

as deserving of protection in its entirety and the other way of life as deserving of destruction in 

its entirety. This view is grounded in the claim that one group can be regarded as the innocent 

                                                           
11 Rosanvallon, Le siècle du populisme, 43-45. 
12 Laclau, “An Interview with Ernesto Laclau,”263; Mouffe, For a Left Populism, 62. 
13 McKean (“Toward an Inclusive Populism?,” 802) criticizes Laclau’s populism for its “practical closure 

of identity [that] requires a homogenizing and polarizing logic that renders everything interior to the 

system the same and everything exterior to it different.” Laclau (“Populism,” 157), describes the logic of 

populism as “homogenising.” 
14 Rosanvallon (Le siècle du populisme, 33) puts it well: “The word [“the people”] allows both for 

expressing anger and simultaneously being part of a particularly noble group.” (my translation).  
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victim and the other as the responsible perpetrator for all political purposes. There is no 

possibility here of discussing and distinguishing between the validity of discrete claims that the 

diverse members of the groups make. There is only one claim to consider and one decision to 

make: whose side are you on? 

 

I argue instead that in order to show equal respect for everyone, as well as solidaristic concern 

for the inclusion of everyone in society and politics, it is imperative to focus on particular 

political struggles for recognition and justice, and to discuss who actually suffers the greatest 

injustice in each case separately. Democratic respect requires that we approach people’s way 

of life as composed of multiple and diverse claims. When we relate to one another as free and 

equal participants in democracy, we should consider the specific and disaggregated claims 

made by others rather than reducing them to homogenous identity groups with each one 

grand, unified claim. 

 

The second danger of the populist claim for recognition is that it undermines the possibility 

of recognizing individual rights claims. It has often been noted that populists are impatient 

with legal procedures and reject that the will of the people should be constrained by respect 

for individual rights. This description of populism is often connected to its anti-liberalism and 

to the notion that populism promotes a form of illiberal democracy or democracy without 

rights.15 I return to the issue of the relationship between democracy and rights in Chapter 4. 

In this chapter, I want to propose that there is a logical connection between the populist claim 

for recognition and its hostility to individual rights. In short, populism is the confrontation of 

the demand for recognition of the people as a collective agent with respect for the rights claims 

of individual persons. In other words, the way in which populism claims we must recognize 

and respect the people, as a unified entity with one will, is by its very nature antithetical to the 

kind of respect that is expressed in and through individual rights. Below I provide what I think 

is a normatively attractive interpretation of the meaning and value of individual rights, which 

I confront with the populist claim for recognition. 

 

   

Ways of Life, Identities, and Claims 

  

Supporters of populist parties are often driven by the feeling that their way of life is under 

siege and in danger of disappearing.16 Populist politicians promise protection of the people’s 

                                                           
15 Mounk, The People vs. Democracy, 29-52; Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser, Populism, 80-86; Müller, 

What is Populism?, 44-60. 
16 Wuthnow, The Left Behind, 6, 43. According to Wuthnow, it is “the communities upholding their way 

of life” that many people in rural American feel are in danger (p. 43). 
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status and way of life against the destructive forces brought on them by “the elite.” The 

pioneering populism scholar Margaret Canovan suggested two decades ago that populism is a 

kind of “redemptive politics” that promises a bright and perfect future.17 However, 

commentators on contemporary populism stress that it is more concerned with protecting the 

status quo or bringing back the golden days.18 Rogers Brubaker, for example, argues that a 

central element of contemporary populism is protectionism.19 This protectionism can be (1) 

economic: protection against threats to domestic producers, workers, and debtors posed by 

foreign companies, workers, and creditors; (2) securitarian: protection against threats of 

terrorism and crime; and (3) cultural: protection against threats posed by foreign cultures, 

values, and religions. All three kinds of protectionism can be seen as united in the protection 

of people’s current way of life and identity. It is this aspect of populism – populism as protection 

of “the people’s” way of life – that provides the focus for the first part of my analysis of the populist 

claim for recognition.  

 

Populist politicians, then, promise “the people” that they will protect and maintain their way 

of life. This promise entails a claim on other members of society (and beyond), namely the 

claim that they should recognize (respect and esteem) that way of life. However, “a way of life” 

has many aspects, and if we in the struggle for recognition treat a group’s way of life as 

something to be accepted or rejected as an indivisible whole, we risk either accepting too much 

or too little. We risk accepting too much, if we “recognize” an entire way of life with all its 

claims for esteem, respect, and honor. First, it is unclear what it actually means to recognize 

an entire way of life. Do we respect people’s right to engage in it, or do we esteem their way 

of life as worthwhile and their norms and beliefs as right and true? We discussed the important 

differences between these ideas in Chapter 2. Second, if we tolerate and accept all the beliefs 

and practices comprising a way of life, we fail to consider the legitimacy of the different claims 

involved in these. Are the associated claims all consistent with democratic respect and the free 

and equal participation of everyone in society? 

 

To illustrate the variety of claims made in name of one’s way of life, consider how Hochschild 

suggests that her Tea Party interviewees felt “culturally marginalized,” among other things, 

because “their views about abortion, gay marriage, gender roles, race, guns, and the 

confederate flag all were ridiculed in the national media as backward.”20 At the same time, 

Hochschild describes other more innocent beliefs as essential aspects of her interlocutors’ way 

of life, including manual labor, love of rural living, and deep religious faith. It is clear that the 

                                                           
17 Canovan, “Trust the People!” 
18 Rosanvallon, Le siècle du populisme, 72-74. 
19 Brubaker, “Why Populism?,” 366. See also Smith and King, “White Protectionism in America.” 
20 Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land, 221. 
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different aspects of this way of life involve very different claims on others. It is important in 

this connection to be keep in mind the differences between beliefs with which we might either 

agree or at least can tolerate (what I just called innocent beliefs), on the one hand, and the 

controversial beliefs mentioned in the quotation. The latter are beliefs about how our common 

relations and society should be organized, and they involve issues of basic rights and human 

equality. While a democracy should respect the right to express these beliefs, I see no reasons 

of democratic respect or solidarity to esteem, agree with, or legitimize practices and opinions 

that fail to respect fundamental democratic principles of human equality. 

 

What we see in this example is that when populist politicians promise to protect and maintain 

a way of life, they commit themselves to the acceptance of a broad and complex set of values, 

beliefs, and practices. Moreover, considered as a whole, a way of life is not something that the 

surrounding society or other citizens can simply be indifferent to or tolerate without making 

discriminations. The reason for this is that ways of life have propositional content and involve 

a number of claims on others and society in general.21 That is, a way of life involves ideas 

about right and wrong, true and false. These validity claims are not just about the good life for 

the individual themselves but concern also interpersonal norms for how people ought to relate 

to one another. Ways of life include claims on others and seek to impose duties on others. 

Insofar as people’s way of life have propositional content, they cannot be equally right, and 

insofar as they include norms about how to organize common affairs, they become rivals in 

defining what the right norms for society are.22 This is why I say that we accept too much, if 

we accept a way of life as a whole without considering the content of the specific and disparate 

claims made in and on behalf of the respective identity group. 

 

Equally, the surrounding society should be careful not to delegitimize a group and its way of 

life as a whole because some of its claims are undemocratic and intolerable. Society can still 

show solidarity with the same groups’ concerns with protecting the options of, for example, 

manual labor, rural living, and religious faith. Moreover, even if the members of a group share 

some features that for long have given them a privileged status (say, whiteness and Christian 

faith), this does not mean that they necessarily in all respects belong to the dominant and 

oppressive group. For example, many supporters of right-wing populist parties are not 

privileged in terms of social class and education.23 By treating a group as without any valid 

                                                           
21 For a similar point in relation to the multiculturalist demand for equal recognition of all cultures, see 

Barry, Culture and Equality, 270. 
22 Cmp. Waldron, “Cultural Identity and Civic Responsibility,” 161. 
23 On the US, see Inglehart and Norris, “Trump and the Populist Authoritarian Parties.” However, Mudde 

(The Far Right Today, 78-80) argues that successful far-right parties have a more diverse support base 

than the stereotypical white, working class man. 
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claims, society or other groups fail to act in solidarity with their legitimate ends.24 Hence, while 

I in Chapter 1 argued that it is too quick to conclude that because a group is engaged in a 

struggle for recognition, they are engaged in a democratic struggle, here I argue that it is likewise 

too quick to assume that supporters of right-wing populist parties have no valid claims of 

respect and solidarity just because most of them belong to traditional dominant groups, such 

as “whites,” Christians, and heterosexuals. 

 

If we treat a group’s way of life as a unified whole and reject it tout court, we risk disrespecting 

its members. We can without violating principles of right disesteem and object to particular 

aspects of a way of life, and we can rightly reject some of its claims, but we should be aware 

that because people’s identities are closely bound up with their way of life, an all-out rejection 

of their way of life will be felt as a rejection of them. This is another reason why I stress that 

any way of life has many different aspects and includes different types of claim on others. 

Some of the aspects and claims of a culture that we do not share, we might rightly reject 

(racism, to stay with an obvious but still important example), other aspects we might merely 

object to as mistaken or foolish but as within the limits of toleration (for example, some 

religious beliefs and practices), while still other aspects we are likely indifferent to (say, dress 

codes).25 To portray ways of life as something to be protected or rejected as undifferentiated 

wholes, as well as to view one group as the victim for all purposes, amounts to a failure to 

consider people’s specific claims on their merits. Furthermore, this way of framing political 

relations undercuts the possibility of distinguishing between claims we object to but which are 

still tolerable and claims that should be rejected as intolerable, because they fail to respect 

other people rights as equal participants in society.26 

 

In addition, both the demand for having one’s culture recognized as a whole and the rejection 

of a culture as a whole tends to ossify, freeze, or reify people’s culture and identity.27 Right-

wing nostalgic defenses of “real people’s” way of life and progressives rejection of the same, 

                                                           
24 As Jean Cohen (“Populism and the Politics of Resentment,” 31) argues, the challenge is to find a way to 

be solidaristic with the legitimate grievances of supports of populism without sacrificing allegiance to 

democratic equality. 
25 Of course, many people do not accept other people’s religious practices nor is everyone indifferent to 

dress codes. These issues have been hotly disputed in the multiculturalism debates over the last few 

decades. Thus, some might disagree with my examples but I still think we have to accept the suggested 

differentiations. There is always something in other people’s cultures that we, on reflection, either accept 

or are indifferent to.  
26 For the distinction between objection and rejection in practices of toleration, see Chapter 2. 
27 This is a much-discussed issue in the literature on recognition, multiculturalism, and identity. For an 

excellent example, see Appiah’s (The Ethics of Identity, 105-110) discussion of “the medusa syndrome.” 

Hirvonen and Pennanen (“Populism as a Pathological Form of Politics of Recognition”, 39) shows how 

populism limits progress by ossifying identities. 
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both engage in a form of identity politics where culture and identity are treated as given and 

unchangeable. In this confrontation, you either win or lose everything. There is no room for 

entertaining the possibility that a culture or identity could develop or be partly transformed. 

Nor is there any room in this form of enclave thinking for dialogue across groups. The latter 

requires that we see ways of life as composite wholes with many different and ever-changing 

aspects. For a culture to change in a way that is responsive to public deliberation requires that 

citizens discuss and assess the specific and different claims that are made by those who share the 

culture in question. Treating cultures as unchanging wholes inhibits mutual learning and social 

progress. What many societies need at the current conjuncture is exactly to figure out how 

everyone can find a place and feel at home in a changing recognition order, which can be done 

neither through complete rejection nor through complete acceptance of any existing way of 

life.  

 

In the populist demand to protect the way of life of the authentic people there is no question 

of considering individual claims or opinions: everything this group stands for must be accepted 

and everything the opponent stands for must be rejected. This holistic demand for recognition 

makes it impossible to engage in a politics of mutual respect, which requires that we distinguish 

between different kinds of claim for recognition. All-out rejection of an opposing identity 

group amounts to disrespect for its bearers’ status as equal participants in the political 

community, and does not qualify merely as a legitimate expression of disapproval, disesteem, 

or disagreement. It is a rejection of them. The problem with the populist framing is that it gives 

us only two options, either we respect and esteem the entire way of life of the group they call 

“the people,” or we have shown ourselves to be the enemy of the people. Either we accept all 

the demands of this group, or we have shown disrespect for them. What I have called the 

populist claim is exactly the claim that the group populists call the people is the wronged 

(ignored, oppressed, silenced) party and therefore all their demands are just and should be 

accepted. 

 

It is not only populists who reject their opponent’s way of life in its entirety. Supporters of 

populism are often driven by the fact – or at least the perception – that their way of life is 

rejected in its entirety. As noted in the beginning of this section, many people turn to populist 

parties because they feel that their way of life is under siege and in danger of disappearing. 

Thus, we are caught in a negative dynamic in which opposing identities and ways of life are 

rejected or accepted as undifferentiated wholes. The deeper problem is when we view one 

another as opposing enclaves with either generally good qualities or generally bad qualities. 

We cannot divide society up in this manner without undermining the possibility of, first, 

democratic respect for our differences and disagreements, and second, solidaristic action 

aimed at finding a valuable place for everyone in an ever-changing recognition order. 
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The division of society into two homogeneous groups, one with generally good qualities and 

the other with generally bad qualities is central to the populist claim for recognition. The claim, 

moreover, is that the first group, “the people,” can be regarded as victims of injustice for all 

political purposes. The consequence of this framing of political conflict is that in order to 

promote justice and democracy, we must accept everything that “the people” demand without 

discrimination. If we don’t do so we have not only failed to take sides with the victims, we 

have also failed to respect the people. But even if a populist party responds to some valid 

grievances, it has by its own logic no way of demonstrating that these are the most important 

grievances to respond to and much less that the group it designates as the real people are the 

victims in all respects. 

 

Part of the literature on populism accepts that its supporters have legitimate grievances and 

regrets only that these grievances become channeled through populist parties. My point, by 

contrast, is that the grievances leading to support for populism are not necessarily all equally 

legitimate and that we – citizens, politicians, and scholars – often fail to distinguish between 

those grievances that are based on principles consistent with democratic respect and those 

that are not.   

 

Our challenge is to break out of the negative dynamic that characterizes the struggles for 

esteem and respect in the current changing recognition order. I do not want to suggest that 

we can ever put an end to the struggle for recognition or that people can find a final and secure 

positive social identity. Indeed, finding a place in the recognition order and being respected as 

an equal participant in society is a continuous struggle that is part of the never finished 

democratic project. Nonetheless, the struggle for recognition can take a wrong path, which I 

believe happens in times of populism. The struggle for recognition takes a wrong path when 

it follows a dynamic which is in principle incompatible with the possibility that every individual 

can be respected as an individual. In Chapter 2, I suggested that demands for esteem for one’s 

particularities and honor respect are in principle inconsistent with respect for the equal 

standing of all human beings. In this chapter, I argue that the framing of political struggles as 

a dichotomic struggle between different ways of life is incompatible with individual freedom 

and equality. The framing of political struggles as one grand antagonism between qualitatively 

different groups both eradicates the crucial distinction between esteem and respect, the good 

and the right, and it makes it impossible properly to differentiate between and assess on their 

merits the various claims that is implicit in “a way of life.” 


